CHAPTER IV

BY the day of Gregor's arrival in Tatarsk two companies of
cossacks had already been assembled. A village assembly
had decided to mobilise all men capable of bearing arms,
from sixteen to sixty. Many felt the hopelessness of the
position : in the north was the Voronezh province held by
the Bolsheviks, and the Khopersk district sympathetic to
the Reds ; in the south was the front, which might turn
back and crush the insurgents under its avalanche. Certain
more cautious cossacks did not want to take up arms, but
they were compelled. Stepan Astakhov flatly refused to go
and fight.                                                                          J
" I'm not going/' he declared when Gregor, Christonia
and Anikushka went to see him in the morning. " Take my
horse, do what you like with me, but I don't want to take
up a rifle/1
" What do you mean, you don't want to ? " Gregor
demanded, his nostrils quivering.
" I don't want to, and that's all."
" And if the Reds take the village, what will you do ?
Will you clear out or stay "behind ? "
Stepan turned his eyes from Gregor to Aksinia, and replied
after a pause :                                                                   a
" We shall see."
" If that's the case, get outside ! Take him, Christonia 1
We'll put you up against a wall at once ! " Trying to avoid
looking at Aksinia huddled up against the stove, Gregor
pulled Stepan by his sleeve. " Come on ! "
" Gregor, don't be a fool 1 Let go ! " Stepan turned pale
and feebly resisted.   Christonia seized him from behind
around the waist, muttering :
" If that's yoh* spirit, then come on ! "
" Brothers ! "                                                                1
" We're no brothers of yours ! Come on, I tell
you ! "